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Exodus 3:1-6
            At one time another, it happens to all of us in some place or the other.  For Moses, it was in a desert on the backside of nowhere, feeling inadequate personally, disoriented a bit by the guilt of murder swirling within him spiritually, standing before a bush that appeared to burn without being consumed, hearing a voice that struck him as the voice of God though he had no idea what God sounded like or even if God had a voice.  For us, the venue may be a hospital room, a university dorm, a sanctuary for worship, a deer stand, a restaurant, or a desolate landscape on which we had built a house, set down all of our earthly possessions and tried to make a home before powerful winds swept it all away like the wrapper from a piece of chewing gum and then washed it with such a drenching rain that anything left looked like a faded, crumpled dollar bill that had been left in the pocket of a shirt before the shirt was washed.  Wherever we are, whatever our feelings, we sense a strong tug at our hearts or a gentle tap on our shoulder, we hear the roar of a hurricane, the screaming siren of an ambulance, the quietness of a service of worship just beginning, the coo of a baby, the shout of an angry spouse, and we realize that we have to deal with God.
            “Deal with God” a woman responds with an unmistakable air of resentment, if not anger, “I don’t even believe in God!”  After listening to this lady spit out her venomous critique of God, I understand her words and spirit, knowing that I don’t believe in that god either. 
            But there is another response. “I have waited for this moment all of my life,” a man confesses in a voice trembling with excitement.  “It seems that my days have been filled with a search for the Holy One.”
            How is it with you?  The question is such an important one.  If I know what you believe about God, I can know as well how you feel about virtually all of the most important aspects of life.  Our understanding of God determines to a large extent whether we fear God or love God, whether we will obey God out of the sheer joy of obedience to God or only if obedience carries a promise of reward and 
disobedience a threat of punishment, whether we view love as an emotion drenched in sentimentality or an act of the will as tough as it is sensitive, whether we see life as a promising gift or as a heavy duty.  The substance of our understanding of God shapes our response to affluence and poverty, to tragedy and triumph, to births and deaths, to crises and comfort, to work and to worship, to laughter and tears.  How we see God determines to a great extent the spirit of our lives if not the substance of our lives.
            Though I know my following words may strike you as strange coming across the lips of a minister, I often find it difficult to speak about God.  Sometimes I am tempted to resolve that only in the most extreme of circumstances will I use the name of God.  That attitude comes not from the manner in which I view God but from recognition of how God’s name is so frequently misused and how so many people speak of God with such an arrogant certainty, as if they had God in their pockets, or with a nonchalant attitude akin to one with which they would speak of the president of the local Rotary Club, a popular movie star or a neighbor in an upstairs apartment.   Sometimes I think that many of the early Hebrews and most of the great devotional writers throughout history have met some of the same people whom I have met and heard them declaring with absolute certainty what God can and cannot do, whom God will accept and whom God will reject, where God draws the line in practicing mercy, how God has destroyed innocent people in the process of inflicting punishment on others who have done wrong, and what God wills about everything from the kind of furniture they should buy to the candidate who should win an election, the clothes that they should wear to the drink that everybody ought to prefer.  I understand completely why the early Hebrews decided never to write the name of God in full and why many ancient spiritualists refused to speak the name of God at all.
            Oh, to be sure, I believe in God.  I believe in one God, the creator of all that is, the lover of all who are, and the source of strength, help, faith, and hope for every person.  Indeed, I believe that, as human beings, our most basic nature is exhibited in the worship of God and our highest calling and greatest potential are realized in service to God.   I believe in God.  And, I love God too much to engage in irreverent attempts to define, restrict, or picture God in a manner that makes God compatible with my interests and values or leaves God small enough and simple enough for everyone to understand everything about God.  We are speaking here of GOD.
            Of course, that in itself is a problem; speaking about God is a problem.  All that we have at our disposal with which to speak about God is human language and that is not enough.  No human image can capture the essence of God.  No human word is profound enough to convey the mystery, holiness, and love of God.  The moment that we define God is the moment that we lose God, because a god who can be captured in a definition is not the God we meet in the Bible through divine revelation.  
So, how do we speak of God?  Invariably, we turn to words filled with great meaning for us in relation to the categories of our lives, knowing all the while that those words are completely devoid of the breadth, height, depth, weight and glory of God.  We turn to metaphors, welcome friends but not definitive images when speaking of God. Insightfully, we refer to God as mother and father, fortress and shelter, rock and water, light and path.  But God is none of that alone, more than all that can be captured and conveyed in a word. 
             “Prove it!” someone blurts out cynically, “Enough of this talk about God.  Prove the reality of God; prove the validity, the credibility, of your belief.”  No, thank you, I will not take that bait.  I can no more prove the reality of God than can anyone else disprove the reality of God.  God is not a hypothesis to be documented but a presence to be engaged.  Arguing about proofs for God’s existence can be interesting and fun as a philosophical game but all such arguments are dismal failures as sources of religious insight and conviction.  
In the realm of faith, for the most part, we are dependent upon evidences of God—signs of God’s presence.  God seems always to act so as to be suspected rather than captured in some absolute proof.  Then, too, we have affirmations of the reality of God from persons in whom we have unconditional confidence, to whom we give absolute trust people like Jesus, for example—people who have experienced God and told us about it.  Of course, we  have as well our experiences with God.
One time after an encounter with God, Moses spoke of having seen the hind parts of God, the back side of God—another way, I think, a more interesting way, to make the point that has just been made.  Even people who encounter God never really see God or know the total reality to which we give the name of God.
               Out in the desert that day, Moses raised the question of the divine nature with the Divine One.  “What is your name?” the shepherd asked the voice emanating from the burning bush.  It was a classic Hebrew way of asking about God’s identity and nature, not just God’s name.  In the Hebrew mind, to know a person’s name was to know a person’s nature and identity.
            God’s answer to Moses’ question is as full of mystery as of insight.  We best not miss the meaning of God’s response to the man in the desert.  God said, “I AM.  I AM WHO I AM.”  Listen!  God’s self-identification is that of being itself—I AM—the essence of being, the being without whom there is no life, the meaning of being.  
To inquire about God—the great I AM—is to inquire about the meaning of life.  God is the source of life and the essence of life.  The being of God is eternal which means that God is past, present, and future; the freedom-giver at our birth, the loving-embracer at our death.  But be careful here.  To attempt to reduce being itself to the form of a person is only acceptable as a means of conversation.  God is personal but more than another, greater than a person.  There is no place where God is not just as there is no residence beyond the reach of God’s love.  
            “What, then, are the traits of God?” you ask.  I only can begin to answer that question.  We know best the character of God by looking at the acts of God.  From the history of divine revelation, we know that God is a liberator bent toward freedom for all people in all kinds of captivity, an advocate for justice biased toward the poor in goods and spirit, a judge committed to giving people what they need rather than what they deserve.
We can know something of the nature of God by studying the character traits of people who have been with God.  God’s nature evokes reverence, breeds humility, inspires generosity, and calls forth unconditional love.
            “Stop right there,” someone demands.  “If God is love, why does God punish people?  How could a loving God ever even conceive of something called Hell in a universe in which God is in control?”  What an important question, the answer to which is rooted in freedom!  God gives us freedom and then out of respect for that freedom allows us to make choices on our own.  The same respect for freedom and commitment to its protection cause God not to interfere with the consequences of our choices.  God allows us to have and to experience what we choose. Seeds of hurt and destruction reside in the decisions that we make; they are not add-ons from God.  What we typically call punishment are the inevitable results of our decisions—the predictable consequences of our choices.  In other words, in the realm of religion and morality, we make our own punishment.  We set up the hurt in our lives by the choices that we make about our lives.  
Hell, separation from God, is not a condition to which God relegates anyone; it is the result of a person’s decision to live in isolation from God, a decision that God respects though dislikes.  That is the meaning of Hell—isolation from God when all that matters is being with God.  And, the Hell of Hell is that we chose to live that way.  God had no hand in creating any Hell; the architects and the construction workers that produced that horrible spiritual reality are the ones who experience that horrible spiritual reality.
            I wish that I could tell you more.  Oh, I could talk much longer about God, but I wouldn’t say much more and I might diminish the significance of what I already have said.  God is one.  God is holy.  God is mystery.  God is love.
            Four weeks ago, in this hour, I came into this pulpit, to take my place alongside the psalmist, the prophet Habakkuk, and Jesus of Nazareth who, upon an examination of the disturbing conditions around them and the spirituality-shattering feelings within them, hurled questions toward the heavens and complained to God about a need for greater understanding about how God can be both all good and all powerful and the world still be so filled with material devastation and personal hurt.   “O Lord, how long shall I cry for help and you will not listen?” Habakkuk screamed to the skies.  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me,” Jesus asked with what little breath he had left in him from a place called Golgotha.  Now this morning, I have stepped into this place of proclamation again, but this time to lend my voice to the chorus of all who across the ages have affirmed the reality of God, praised the love of God, and exulted in the care of God.  So goes belief—credo: I give my heart to God.  
Like Moses, I don’t begin to understand all that is involved in this venture of the heart.  So I take off my shoes and bend my spirit to show reverence in the presence of holiness.  I open my mind and my spirit to new insights, eager to nurture a humility that will make me always a searcher and a learner who welcomes mystery.  I resolve to live in love because God is love and to love another person is to live as God lives and to live in love is to catch a glance of the hind parts of God.  
















O God, it is crowded around the table of your feast this morning—at least in our minds, as we envision our brothers and sisters from every part of the globe coming to partake of your gifts and to rejoice in your offer of life for everyone.  I catch the scent of body oil on a woman from Calcutta who has found in Christ an egalitarian community that is more important than any caste.  I hear the weakened voice of a hungry man who lives in the depths of the filth and poverty of a favella atop one of the highest mountains in Rio de Janeiro who was drawn to Christ as bread and now wants to dwell with Christ in every phase of life.  I see a child from Nairobi whose body moves rhythmically even as her feet remain perfectly still while standing in reverence before the meal of the Christ who invited children to be full members of his of his spiritual family.   I hear the sobbing of a woman from Fallujah who has been banned from her house by authorities who deemed her sinfully lacking in submission and obedience to a man and within a family who seem to know nothing of the forgiveness of the one who has invited everybody to the table.  I stare into the hollow eyes of a dust-encrusted man from Islamabad, beleaguered from fighting and as starved for peace as for a sip of the wine extended in the name of the Prince of Peace.  This is your family, God, our family.  Thank you for bringing us together.
Surrounded by the peoples of the world, we pray especially for our brothers and sisters in Ciego de Avila, Cuba.  As we marvel at their sense of security, the depths of their spirituality, and the pervasiveness of their joy in Christ, we pray that soon, as a result of the actions of followers of Christ, they may know freedom from the captivity imposed by a politically-motivated blockade around their island, the availability of medicine that will prevent un-necessary deaths caused by a lack of availability of the most common drugs, and a sense of community that is defined by borders-defying faith among people like us who want not to deny them anything but to celebrate with them a common life.
O God, today, we will eat together the bread and drink, as if one, the cup, praying all the while that what we experience in the realm of the spirit we can experience in the realms of personal and political reality.  Help us make it so, dear God.  Help us come to communion together.  Amen.
 


